The object of this paper is to present, in a condensed form, the principal discoveries which have been made in relation to toxicology, during the (Lancet, Oct., 1843,) which occurred in the month of August preceding, at a time when the weather was hot and sultry. A child, aged 9, rose from her bed with her body much heated, and drank off a small cupful of cold water. She immediately fell to the ground in a state of insensibility. Half an hour afterwards, when seen by a medical man, she was unconscious; her skin was cold, the pulse feeble, and the pupils were unaffected by light. There were also convulsive twitchings about the corners of the mouth. She was bled, stimulants were applied, and in about five or six hours she recovered. The effects were here probably due to a shock to the nervous system. Had the nature of the liquid taken been unknown, the symptoms might have been speciously referred to a dose of prussic acid.
In regard to the effects of cold liquids and the medico-legal questions which arise respecting them, the reader may refer to an elaborate paper on the subject by Dr A case has been tried in this country, where a woman was charged with the death of a child by the administration of sponge. Diagnosis of cases of poisoning. It is well known that there are certain diseases which in their symptoms and rapidly fatal character, closely resemble cases of irritant poisoning. The diagnosis is here of great importance, not merely in relation to treatment, but in regard to the defence which may be set up, should the individual die and a person be charged with the crime of poisoning. In the law-reports, many cases are recorded in which, on trials for arsenical poisoning, the poison not having been detected in the body, the parties charged with the crime have been acquitted, owing to the difficulty of distinguishing them from cholera and acute inflammation of the stomach and bowels. Cases of arsenical poisoning which have occurred in autumn, have been often treated as cases of cholera, and the mistake has been discovered only by an examination of the body or by the confession of the criminal. It has been doubted by some pathologists, whether gastritis, enteritis, or peritonitis, diseases which in their symptoms somewhat resemble cases of irritant poisoning, can occur spontaneously or without an obvious and apparent cause. It is certainly rare to hear of cases of idiopathic acute gastritis occurring in individuals otherwise healthy, but a well-marked instance of the kind has been lately reported by Mr. Berncastle, (Lancet, March, 1844 .) The symptoms were of the usual character} constant vomiting, no diarrhea, and rapid sinking. After death, the stomach was found in a high state of inflammation, but all the other viscera were healthy.
The case of the Queen v. Hunter, tried at the Liverpool Spring Assizes, 1843, is worthy of the attention of medical witnesses in relation to the appearances produced by irritant poisons, and the diseases above referred to. In this case, a woman was charged with having poisoned her husband by arsenic. The medical evidence rested chiefly on the symptoms and post-mortem appearances, for no arsenic was discovered in the body. The mucous membrane of the stomach and intestines was found, throughout its whole extent, exceedingly inflamed and softened. The medical witnesses for the prosecution referred this condition to the action of arsenic ; those for the defence considered that it might be owing to idiopathic gastroenteritis, independently of the exhibition of any irritant. The circumstances of the case were very suspicious; but the prisoner was acquitted, not merely on account of the variance in the medical evidence, but from the absence of positive proof of poison, i.e. its detection by chemical analysis. This generally weighs much with a court of law, although it is well known that arsenic cannot always be detected in the body of a person who has undoubtedly died from a large dose of that substance. It is right to state, as a warning to medical witnesses, that the judge who tried the case expressed regret that, on the non-discovery of poison in the contents of the stomach and intestines, the soft parts of the body (the muscles) had not been examined according to the processes lately suggested by Orfila. (See the published reports of the case by Mr. Holland and Mr. Dyson.) Perforation of the stomach and intestines. This disease often leads to death under circumstances resembling irritant poisoning. Any well-ascertained facts, therefore, connected with the subject are of some interest to the medical jurist. In November 1843, Dr. Seymour reported two cases of death from perforation of the stomach to the Medico-Chirurgical Society. The subjects of the two cases were, as usual, females : one about the age of twenty, the other twenty-five. Perforation of the stomach generally proves fatal in from eighteen to thirty-six hours, by inducing peritonitis; but these cases were remarkable in the circumstance, that one of the females lived ten days and the other-a fortnight after the probable time of perforation. On inspection, the ulcers in the stomach were found to communicate with cysts.
There is one insidious form in which perforation of the intestines may present itself, and simulate irritant poisoning, although the real cause of death (peritonitis) will be immediately apparent on inspection. I allude to the formation of an aperture by ulceration, in the extreme end of the appendix vermiformis caeci owing to the pressure produced by some calculous concretion. Two cases have been communicated to me, both of which occurred in young men apparently in good health; and they proved speedily fatal under the usual symptoms. In both cases the perforation was produced by a hard substance lodged at the end of the appendix. These substances were sent to me for analysis. In one case the calculus was about the size of a large pea, and it consisted of inspissated mucus, biliary matter, and a large quantity of carbonate of lime; in the other the calculus was smaller, but similar in composition. For the detection of such cases, a careful inspection is required, since, both the aperture and the calculus being small, the source of the fatal effusion might be easily overlooked.
It is not often that cases of narcotic poisonirtg are mistaken for those of disease, but still, where the facts are intentionally concealed or wilfully misrepresented by the criminal administrator, any medical practitioner is liable to be misled. The diseases which in their symptoms and course resemble narcotic poisoning, are generally well-marked in their characters during life, or in the post-mortem appearances found on inspection. A case has just been tried at the Lincoln assizes, (July, 1844,) which shows that a crafty criminal may easily deceive a medical practitioner, and that the coroner's inquest, as it is at present conducted, is not fitted to detect these secret cases of poisoning. In this case, a confession was made; but how many instances escape detection for want of a confession on the part of a criminal, it is impossible to conjecture. An inspection of a body is not required by many coroners unless there are strong circumstances for suspicion in the shape of public rumour; but in respect to criminals, who have well calculated their plans, these circumstances are not likely to come to light except from a post-mortem inspection, and an anahjsis of the contents of the viscera.* It does not appear that any inquisition was held or inspection made in the case alluded to, until some time after the bodies of the deceased had been interred, and then it was too late.
A woman was charged with the murder of three children by poisoning one of them with arsenic, and the other two with opium. She pleaded guilty, and confessed the manner in which the crime was perpetrated. She had succeeded in poisoning two of the children without being detected, although suspicion was so strong that she was tried, but acquitted, at the previous assizes, on the charge of having poisoned one of them. In the third case, she admitted having secretly given to the deceased, (her own infant,) about three weeks old, a teaspoonful of laudanum. The child was soon afterwards seized with convulsions; a medical practitioner was sent for, who, deceived by the statement of the woman, treated it as a case of ordinary convulsions in children, and ordered a warm bath. The child died in about twenty hours, continuing, according to the prisoner's statement, in convulsions during the greater part of that time. No suspicion appears to have been entertained of the real cause of death, and the case would probably have remained undiscovered, but for the prisoner's confession. It is remarkable that this child survived so long; the woman, however, prevaricated as to the quantity of laudanum which she gave it, therefore it is difficult to draw any conclusion from her statement, except that the deceased was actually poisoned by opium. (The Queen v. Joyce.)
Phosphorus. It is not often that we hear of cases of poisoning by phosphorus or its compounds, but the following instance has been reported by Mr (July, 1844,) it is observed, in reference to the poisonous properties of the flesh of diseased animals used as food, that " in America there are certain regions, extending for many miles in length and some miles in breadth, on the herbage of which, if an animal feeds, its milk and flesh acquire poisonous properties, yet itself enjoys tolerable health. The disease which the use of the flesh or milk of the animals fed on these districts produces, is known over all America by the name of the milk-sickness, or ' trembles.' All the infected spots occur west of the Alleghanies; and it is well known, that of the early emigrants whole communities, on account of the prevalence of this malady in a particular locality, which is generally distinctly circumscribed, were often compelled to seek another ; and even at this day, those who venture within the boundaries of an infected district, are constrained, as a condition of their residence, to abstain from the flesh of the cattle living within the same limits, as well as from the milk and its preparations. It appears from the late report of Drs. Hosack, Post, and Chilton on this subject, that in some of these infected districts, the inhabitants, with a recklessness of human life which seems incredible, carry the butter and cheese which they themselves dare not eat to the markets of the towns west of the Alleghanies, and that thus there are frequently produced symptoms of poisoning and even death, for which the medical attendant cannot account, or he is induced to consider as some new or anomalous form of disease. From the same report we learn that the cattle from these districts are sent in great droves over the mountains, but, in order to deceive the buyers as to the place whence they come, they bring them to New York by a southern route, and style them 'southern cattle.' The flesh of these animals produces, in those who make use of it, symptoms of aggravated cholera morbus. The viscera of the animals are often found diseased, and the livers almost invariably so."
Owing tc the symptoms of poisoning which have followed the use of such beef, butter, and cheese, the American government caused a medical inquiry to be instituted into the matter ; and it is probable that they will adopt the recommendation of the reporters, i.e. prohibit its sale. In the event of this occurring, it has been suggested as not improbable, that this poisoned food may find its way into England, and, from its cheapness, be diffused among the poor. It would therefore be advisable, that practitioners should be on their guard, and note any suspicious circumstances that may arise. As we are without a system of medical police in this country, it is not likely that government will have it in its power to prohibit the sale of "such food, until many cases of the serious effects produced by it, have occurred.
There is another more common article of food, namely, bread, upon which some observations have been lately made by toxicologists. In the ' Annales d'Hygifene,' 1843, pp. 35 and 347, will be found communications on this subject from MM. Guerard, Chevallier, and Gaultier de Claubry. The changes which take place in the decomposition of flour and bread, and the production of various kinds of mouldiness, are here investigated, together with the effects of such bread upon the animal system It would appear that in some parts of France the peasantry manifest no repugnance to the eating of mouldy bread; and that in many instances the practice appears to be attended with no ill effects. The nature of the mould produced, however, is subject to great variation, and it is not improbable, as M. * It will of course be understood, that cold afi'usion with stimulants should be at the same time resorted to; and if the power of swallowing is lost, the antidote may be introduced by a stomach-pump.
Chevallier suggests, that in some cases a poisonous principle is actually developed. In two instances of children, who had partaken of mouldy rye-bread, symptoms resembling those of irritant poisoning, supervened. The countenance was red and swollen, the tongue dry, the pulse quick, there were violent colics, with pain in the head and intense thirst. Vomiting and purging supervened with a state of collapse, but the children eventually recovered. These symptoms were ascribed to the production of " mucor mucedo"1 in the bread. In 1829, alarming effects having followed from the use of a certain kind of bread in Paris, M ing. This, however, was a matter of accident, and depended on the quantity of drug used; when this quantity was moderately large, the fish acted like a poison on animals. It would appear, from the observations of M. Goupil, that it is only the kernel of the berry which is poisonous, owing to the presence of picrotoxine,? that it is narcotico-irritant in its effects, and that the fish destroyed by it exert a similarly poisonous action when eaten. The woody shell of the berry is not poisonous?it merely operates as an emetic.
It appears that, with respect to this pernicious drug, the French system of legislation is like our own. There is a heavy penalty on the sale of it for certain purposes, but the free importation of it is allowed. The large quantities which are said to be openly and secretly imported into this country, can be applied to no lawful purpose; for the substance is utterly useless, both in medicine and the arts. There is no doubt that it is employed for the extensive adulteration of beer. The proper remedy would be to exclude it altogether; for it is absurd to attempt to prohibit its sale by a penalty, when its introduction has been once permitted.
Cytisus laburnum. 
